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which the mass of women (and men) are manipulatable and passive. As a result, they cannot account for the way early consumer capitalism-even though that capitalism often miserably failed to live up to its promisessecured the loyalties of otherwise intelligent, resourceful, and thoughtful women. The explanation lies in the opportunities and in the imaginative culture that arose from early consumer capitalism. It can be seriously argued that over time that culture, as well as the work provided by consumer institutions that have proletarianized much female labor and that have established even clearer class distinctions among women, has ceased to generate the same enthusiasm it once did.4 It would be mistaken, however, to conclude, on the basis of that shift, that such enthusiasm never existed and that the justification for it was not compelling. To make such a judgment would be to forfeit the chance to understand how consumer capitalism appealed so well to the longings and desires of many individual women.
The essay is divided into two equal parts. The first part lays out in detail the distinguishing elements of the culture of consumption and uses the department store as the main institutional focus. The second part describes how the behavior of women was affected and transformed by the culture of consumption in general and by the department store in particular.
By the 1890s such consumer businesses as restaurants, hotels, theaters, and dry goods houses had been converted into festival environments severed from their former identities. Like the architects of any great cultural venture, many merchants placed much stock in the powers of the imagination to invent a new institutional world. "Imagination urges on," wrote H. Gordon Selfridge, the American founder of the London department store Selfridge's in 1909, in his lyrical book The Romance of Commerce. "It is the yeast of progress. It pictures the desirable." Consumer culture, as it took shape and ever widened like an enchanted circle until it touched every nook and cranny of city life, was above all an imaginative, improvisational, even surreal culture, freely mixing often contradictory elements into fascinating and original patterns that took somewhat different forms in cities from New York to San Francisco. Such improvisational richness acted as a check against the standardizing and homogenizing thrust of modern capitalist industry so long as the major cities and the regions surrounding them retained control over their own productive resources .5 4 Stuart Ewen and Elizabeth Ewen, Channels of Desire: Mass Images and the Shaping of to this form of buying; they attempted to control markets formerly dominated by smaller retail establishments; and they competed successfully with popular street culture, which struggled to consume much of the same urban space.
Bolstered by their own passions, store merchants labored to justify their right to exist and to command large markets; and they did it, partly, through festive, celebratory methods. 6
The stores conducted street fairs and carnivals in the spring and the fall, festive, and exotic themes-"central," or "single," "'ideas" around which the details of store life were orchestrated-had become part of the everyday presentation of commodities. Stores were decorated to look like French salons, rose and apple-blossom festivals, "the streets of Paris," Egyptian temples, semitropical refuges in the middle of winter, Japanese gardens, the "October woods." The Thousand and One Nights served as a nearly inexhaustible source for fanciful display ideas. In May 1913 the huge rotunda of Wanamaker's New York store was voluptuously decked out like a vision from that collection of tales. Although interest in that Oriental text, and in ones similar to it, ran deep in the stream of nineteenth-century urban cultural life, it did not take such widespread institutional expression until this time. Fascination with it was a mark of new desires pervasively taking shape within the culture of consumption, which many Americans projected into faraway lands.7 major departure, the social implications of which have yet to be examined, glass mediated between people and goods in a new way; it permitted everything to be seen and at the same time rendered it inaccessible. Mirrors of all kinds appeared to create the "illusion" of space and abundance, to "conceal" defects in store architecture, and to make each article "show to advantage. "8 Some mirrors multiplied images, whether of customers or of commodities, to infinity.
From the 1870s observers of the American commercial scene recognized the radical cultural significance of the use of color in display, that its adoption would act as a "handmaiden to luxury," as "an aid to comfort." "The effects of color," wrote journalist Gail Hamilton in 1873, "bring an exquisite enjoyment which scarcely anything else equals. " Display managers learned the new color theory and exploited color, often in the most adroit ways. They decorated with puffed archways of colored silk; they hung garlands of flowers, draperies of colored plush, cages of colored birds. The biggest stores designed rooms, individual displays, the entire store around a single color scheme. Green in all its tints and shades prevailed from basement to roof at William Filene's Sons in Boston in 1901. In 1907 green was everywhere in Greenhut's, one of the last great stores to serve downtown Manhattan trade: carpets, side walls, stool seats, and desk blotters wore different shades of green; window backgrounds were green velvet, and the store attendants dressed in green; there were green stationery, green stock boxes and wrapping paper, green string, even green ink and green ribbon for the green store typewriters. Perhaps most important of all, customers saw in the department store, as in no other institution, the spectrum of new colors manufactured from chemical dyes. They viewed "fast colors," colors in all combinations, colors that melted into one another, inspired by Loie Fuller, the American dancer who performed in flowing draperies under colored lights. Fuller ushered into existence new prismatic blends of tints in gauzes, artificial flowers, plumes, and ribbons. After 1893 people could observe in the stores colors that no one had ever seen before.9 ibid., July 8, 1905, p. 79; W. H. Barley, "Power of Store Decoration," Store Life, 1 (Oct. 1904), 7-8; Dolf Sternberger, Panorama of the Nineteenth Century, trans. Joachim Neugroshel (New York, 1977) , 38-52. 8 Dry Goods Economist, Sept. 24, 1898, p. 9; ibid., April 14, 1900, p. 14; ibid., Jan. 21, 1905, p. 55; Warren C. Scoville, Revolution in Glassmaking: Entrepreneurship and Technological Change in the American Industry, 1880 -1920 (Cambridge, Mass., 1948 Freda Diamond, The Story of Glass (New York, 1953), 79-128. 9 Gail Hamilton, "A New Art," Harper's Bazaar, Oct. 18, 1873, p. 658; Dry Goods Economist, March 25, 1893, p. 16; ibid., June 29, 1893, p. 21; ibid., March 24, 1894, p. 83; ibid., Jan. 4, 1896, p. 7; ibid., March 27, 1897, pp. 39-41; ibid., April 6, 1901, p. 51; ibid., Feb. 2, 1904, p. 58; ibid., Sept. 21, 1907, p. 36; ibid., April 3, 1920, pp. 103-07 ; K. Venkataramen, The Chemistry of Artificial and natural lighting transfigured the stores into "refined Coney Islands." Retailers moved swiftly from gas and blinding arc light to prismatic light, which efficiently focused daylight into the stores, and to electric light from tungsten filaments in globed containers. After 1905 specially constructed, concealed lamps erased shadows and evenly diffused a soft radiance throughout interiors. Combined with the technologies of color and glass, the effect of light could be stunning. Some stores had fountains illuminated by colored light and had electrical towers that projected "varying hues." In 1902 Marshall Field in Chicago erected its magnificent opalescent glass dome, designed by the Louis C. Tiffany Studios and illuminated by four "golden globes of light" suspended beneath, the largest single piece of iridescent glass mosaic in the world. By the early 1920s decorators adopted spotlighting and colored screens to transform interiors into beautiful spaces.'0 Exterior display was no less ingenious or spectacular in its mingling of color, glass, and light. The stores floodlighted their exteriors or outlined them in light. They relied on poster art, electrical signs, and illuminated and painted billboards-all new kinds of advertising blanketing the cityscape by 1915 and producing such sights as the "Blazing Trail" or the "Great White Way." In 1913 Gimbel Brothers of Milwaukee put up the biggest electrical sign in the world. Hoisted to the top of a fourteen-story building in the heart of Milwaukee and spelled out by 2,500 lamps, the word "GIMBELS" could be read thirty miles away. Those clearly focused signs, commercial guides through the spectacle of American abundance, brought great color and light to the city steets. Outdoor advertisers loved the idea that they had the whole sky as a background (and who else in that era had such rights to the sky?). Such advertising, as retailers themselves liked to claim, was created to communicate only "agreeable sensations," to make people smile and to forget their worries (and, of course, to buy); like other forms of advertising, it was supposed to "command involuntary attention." It invited projection into a new world of fantasy and personal transformation. As one observer said of the poster art of Jules Cheret, the Frenchman who had a decisive impact on American dry goods poster design: "We sigh for things that never have been, (New York, 1978 ), 60-107. 10 Philadelphia Retail Ledger, Jan. 17, 1923 M. Luckiesh, Light and Color in Advertising and Merchandising (New York, 1923), 146-70, 207-17; Dry Goods Economist, Dec. 23, 1893, p. 38; ibid., Oct. 26, 1912, p. 16; ibid., Aug. 30, 1919, p. 99; "Through English Eyes," Store Life, 1 (Oct. 1904), 8. 1 "Poster Art in France," Poster, 1 (1896), 55; "Posters in America," Poster and Art Collect 1 (July 1898), 64-65; "Gimbel's Will Have the Biggest Electric Sign in the World," Signs of the Times: The Journal of Advertising Devoted to the Interest of the Advertiser, the Agency and the Purveyor of Publicity, 20 (Jan. 1913), 28; Dry Goods Economist, Aug. 17, 1907, p. 263; ibid., April 27, 1912, p. 95; "Schack's New Wonder Spot and Floodlights," Merchants' Record and Show Window, 59 (Sept. 1926) 115-17; Dry Goods Economist, Nov. 12, 1898, p. 31. and that transcended them at the same time. As one store decorator, Jerome Koerber, declared, the point was to "eliminate the store." Store merchants destroyed the older reality associated with retail selling and created a new reality that voraciously incorporated every myth and fantasy, every custom and tradition to entice people to shop and to keep them in the stores. The department store borrowed from other mass consumer and public institutions, as they did from it. By 1920 the department store was a zoo (Bloomingdale's and Wanamaker's in New York had enormous pet stores), a botanical garden (floral shops, miniature conservatories, roof gardens), a restaurant (some of major stores had lavish restaurants bigger than any other in their cities), a barber shop, a butcher shop, a museum (gift and art shops, art exhibits), a world's fair, a library, a post office, a beauty parlor.'5
As early as the 1890s, when merchants started to build their own auditoriums, department stores literally became theaters, putting on plays, musicals, concerts, and, in some instances, spectacular extravaganzas. Fashion intensified the excitement of commodities. "Fashion," observed a retailer in 1908, "imparts to merchandise a value over and above its intrinsic worth" and "imbues with special desirability goods which otherwise would excite only languid interest." The compelling power of that value rests on what Rene Girard has described in another context as the "model" of "desire. " This model has attributes that people seek to emulate and that they hope will set them apart from other people, heightening their desirability.
Fashion intervenes between the commodity and the consumer to erect a structure of "triangular desire" and is especially potent in a fluent society where class lines are unclear. Relentlessly shifting, fashion causes anxiety in those who obey its laws; thus because the model of desire is always embraced by many people at the same time, it at once loses its appeal, to be cast away for a newer model, and then a newer one.'9 Fashion has another dimension: it is playful and secular. Like the merchants who constantly change store interiors and exteriors, fashion designers exult in the imaginative reconstruction of reality, the mixing of discordant elements, the exploitation of all styles from 1909), 39; "Living Models," ibid., 22 (May 1908), 45; Dry Goods Economist, Oct. 10, 1903, p. 14; ibid., Aug. 19, 1911, p. 49; ibid., April 12, 1913, p. 55; ibid., Oct. 3,1914, pp. 45-46; ibid., Oct. 10, 1914, p. 34; ibid., April 1, 1916, pp. 73-75; ibid., March 3, 1917, p. 15; ibid., Aug. 25, 1917, pp. 77, 95; ibid., July 12, 1919, p. 24; ibid., Aug. 27, 1921, pp. 16-17 its fifth-floor auditorium a six-week-long "Carnival of Nations," climaxing in Service fit, yet did not fit, the American scene. On the one hand, merchants, by dispensing services or gifts and by proclaiming that all customers would be cared for in the stores and that no comfort would not be forthcoming, challenged both the atomism of the commodity market and the older republican-individualist contention that people must be self-reliant and independent. On the other hand, service appeared to fulfill the utopian American promise that the happiness and well-being of everyone could be provided for. The emphasis was on individual happiness, although it was to be satisfied within institutional settings. Service could be described as a peculiar 25 Dry Goods Economist, April 26, 1902, p. 18; ibid., Feb. 28, 1903, p. 68; ibid., Jan. 16, 1904, p. 21; ibid., Aug. 22, 1908, p. 9 ; "A Branch of the New York Public Library to Be Opened Shortly in the Big Store," Thought and Work, 1 (Jan. 15, 1905) , 6. The term guests was commonly used by merchants to describe their customers. Barley, "Power of Store Decoration," 7-8.
26 Dry Goods Economist, Oct. 28, 1916, p. 55; ibid., Aug. 30, 1919, p. 49. institutions and were so enthusiastic about service that their commitment to it threatened to overturn the system of profit that gave birth to it in the first place. Of the established merchants, John Wanamaker approached a utopian perspective. In 1897 he seriously proposed that his store was not a "capitalist"
or "Wanamaker store" serving mercenary motives: it was a "people's store."
Most merchants, however, tried to resolve the tension between service and profit in behalf of profit. At the risk of losing customers, they passed on service expenses to consumers in the form of higher prices; they cut back on services or introduced self-service; they levied charges for such things as alterations and deliveries. Nevertheless, the troubling fact remained that customers could enjoy many of the services without ever making a purchase.27
The combined elements of consumer life-fantasy exteriors and interiors, commodity excitements, fashion, service-created a dynamic chemistry capable of influencing, even changing, individual identities and gender behavior.
White middle-class women were the first to experience that world at the closest range, the first to feel its transformative power. The impact was complex.
On the one hand, such consumer businesses as department stores deepened and reinforced gender distinctions; store decorators, by consciously crafting interior spaces and schemes, forcefully institutionalized stereotypes and images that may have been incompletely realized only in the minds of most men and women. Thus the color in the stores, the fashion and the theater, the indulgence and the impulse became ever more associated in the minds of both sexes with femininity. Those conditions would go unchanged even as department stores opened their doors to men in a big way in the early 1920s. Over time men had separate street and elevator entrances and separate departments, or "stores," dressed in dark and "rugged" colors. Everything was done to create distinct gender spaces for men and women, even as (or especially because) the exigencies of the capitalist market pulled them more closely together than ever before in the public domain. The motive was not to prevent sexual interaction in public (which might have been the case in another culture) but to give men psychological peace of mind.28
On the other hand, at the same time that consumer life reinforced sexual differences, it also challenged them. The most obvious change for women came in the area of work, although to a limited degree. In that new context, the older sexual division of labor, which connected women with the production of household commodities, functioned in behalf of female independence outside the home. In the period after 1890, many women across the country Hall also shops, often much longer than she wishes. "Got to Macy's Emporium," she writes in January 1879. "I saw so many beautiful things that we found it a trying matter to get out. " 32
By the turn of the century, shopping had developed into an almost full-time secular and public business. It was also an adventure bursting with new meanings. In that new context shopping posed many dangers for middle-class women who were dependent on male incomes. Through a multitude of display devices, merchants "encouraged" women to "indulge their own desires," to buy without much thought or reflection. 12, 1902, p. 62; ibid., Oct. 24, 1903, p. 49; ibid., July 5, 1905, p. 61. identity, a new kind of person who would regard the future as one of "shining, " unfolding possibility. Blocking out the inequities and miseries that burdened the immigrant community from which she came, Antin compared her life to a "fairy story," observing how she moved from one when she was not learning French, sewing, or attending art classes, DuBois loved to go walking on Broadway, bounded on every turn by consumer institutions. For her, nearly every day in New York was "swell elegant," "peachy," "scrumptuous, " and "glorious, " especially those days that freed her to go into the streets. "I may as well take up residence on Broadway," she said in her diary, so often did she go abroad. Characteristically, she wrote: "Up early and went down to Myra's. We went downtown and shopped and walked up Broadway to Macy's-had more fun than a 'barrel of monkeys."' DuBois's diary reports phone calls, outings with the camera, subway journeys to the new theaters and soda fountains, visits to the Knickerbocker and Waldorf-Astoria hotels, and, above all, shopping jaunts to such stores as Macy's, B. Altman, and James McCreery. She met her friends at the stores and ate with them in the store restaurants. She traveled the elevators and escalators to see the abundance of goods, and she witnessed the entertainment supplied by the stores to women who had the leisure to enjoy them.37 The culture and institutions of consumption did much more, however, than make the lives of women more secular and public. As the women's personal statements also reveal, they drew women deeply into a new individualism founded on commodity consumption, not on the production of goods or on the individual ownership of property. Fostering the idea that women ought to be treated as individuals with special interests and with desires for comfort and pleasure, consumer service must have induced many women to believe that they ought to be served, not to serve others. In the minds of at least some women, that conviction had considerable implications for the sexual relation, suggesting that men ought to entertain and to serve women, not the other way around. The idea was to take its most extreme expression in an article by journalist Helen Lawrenson, written for Esquire Magazine in the 1930s.
Lawrenson argued that the "new modern man" ought to imitate the "gigolo,"
because gigolos understand the "feminine yearning to get away from home"
and "offer" women "the whole world as a playground." "Service for ladies is his watchword"; and his motto, "The customer is always right.' J39 The inventive, surreal, multicolored, and image-saturated texture of consumer life, the excitement of possibility inherent in the commodity form, the aura of fashion, the appeals of desire and fulfillment-all stimulated women to imagine a more varied range of individual expression and experi-
ence. An upsurge of longing, a diffuse desire for something better or, perhaps, a quest focused on a concrete change, was a hallmark of the consumer culture.
In Florence Peck, a young librarian from Boston who knew consumer life very well, the longing assumed its diffuse form. "Have you ever had the desire,"
she mused in her 1903 diary, "the awful longing for something, some one that you could not have-away down in your heart-that dreadful longing for something, some one." DuBois, on the other hand, had a better grip on her 41 Mari Jo Buhle, Women and American Socialism, 1870 -1920 (Urbana, 1981  Jennie June [Jane Croly], "The New Point of View," Nationalist, 1 (Oct. 1889), 195-97; William Leach, "Looking Forward Together: Feminists and Edward Bellamy," democracy, 1 (Jan. 1982) , 120-34. perspectives within the woman movement, were fighting to erase prostitution, to eliminate the peddling of false images of women in the media, to protect women and children from the dangers of city life, and to legislate against intemperance.42 At the same time, suffragists and social reformers, as Many of the newer feminists, who also worked for suffrage, had some connection with the commercial world, and still others were attracted to the urban centers, so revitalized by the "palaces of consumption." The novelist and feminist Edna Ferber, whose father owned a retail store, adored the consumer life, although she could be extremely critical of it as well. Irwin's first contact with modern consumer life. In the early 1900s she moved to Greenwich Village, wrote articles for the radical periodical the Masses, and joined the National Advisory Council of the National Woman's Party. Irwin's fame rests largely on her important history, The Story of the Woman's Party, but she also wrote many journalistic pieces and novels that showed her nearly uncritical approach to the culture of consumption. Like many of her contemporaries, Irwin seemed to lose touch with its grimmer side, its class character, the way it depended on discipline and exploitation, and, above all, the way it seemed to threaten fragmentation and disorientation. She was so fascinated by the tendency toward play and leisure in this culture that she confused work with play. For example, after spending a year in California, she wrote in 1916
that Californians "make every task a game and a play and a lark-a joy and delight. 1 148
Irwin was convinced that women could achieve true humanity and modernity only by living in the cosmopolitan city with its wealth of consumer 50 Ibid., 475. 51 Ibid., 
